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© Supported metal catalyst for hydrogenating organic compounds and process for preparing it 



© A supported metal catalyst for the hydrogenation of oils and fats is obtained by causing a porous carriers to 
interact with an Ni and Cu containing solution in a molar ratio of Ni/Cu comprised within the range of from 1 to 8, 
and subsequently treating the resulting solid reaction product, after preliminary drying and calcination, with a 
flowing hydrogen stream at a temperature comprised within the range of from 200 to 600 *C. 
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The present invention relates to a novel supported metal catalyst suitable for hydrogenating organic 
substances and in particular edible oils and fats. 

It is well-known that the most demanded qualities from a catalyst are high activity and selectivity. In the 
case of chemical processes in liquid phase, in which the supported metal catalyst is suspended as a 
5 powder in the reaction media, the causes for low values of selectivity and activity of the catalyst may be 
many, ranging from reactant diffusion phenomena, up to a different dispersion of the active phase on the 
carrier. In particular, in the case of the hydrogenation of high molecular weight organic compounds, such as 
oils and fats, the diffusion phenomena inside the interior of the pores of the catalyst have a high influence 
on the selectivity and activity of the same catalyst. 
70 In order to improve such properties, catalysts must be used which display suitable morphology and 
porous structure and a high dispersion of the active element, so as to secure high performance rates in the 
hydrogenation reactions. At present, in the reactions of catalytic hydrogenation of organic substances, one 
from most used metals as catalysts, is nickel. In particular, in the hydrogenation of oils and fats, both for 
industrial purposes and for alimentary industry, nickel catalysts are used in which the metal concentration 
75 may even reach as high values as 25% by weight. 

The purpose of the present invention is of proposing a supported hydrogenation catalyst which displays 
a catalytic performance comparable to, or higher than, those of catalysts based on nickel only, but with a Ni 
concentration which is approximately halved. 

According to the present invention, such a purpose is achieved thanks to the supported catalyst 
20 comprising nickel and copper in an atomic ratio of Ni/Cu comprised within the range of from 1 to 8. 

The catalysts based on copper alone, when prepared according to the same methodology as of the Ni- 
Cu based catalysts according to the present invention, do not practically display any catalytic activity in the 
same hydrogenation reaction. Furthermore, for the catalysts according to the present invention it was 
verified that their reduction takes place already at a temperature of only 150*C. On the basis of such 
25 observations, a possible explanation of the effect of copper is as follows. 

The copper and nickel compounds interact with the carrier, yielding mixtures of compounds which are 
converted by the subsequent calcination into intimately mixed oxides. During the course of the thermal 
treatment with hydrogen in order to reduce the oxides into the corresponding metals, the reactions can be 
carried out at relatively lower temperatures, however with a high degree of Ni reduction being anyway 
30 accomplished. A lower reduction temperature prevents phenomena of metal sintering and of collapse of 
carrier pores with catalysts being consequently formed with a high degree of dispersion of active element 
and a higher porosity. 

The catalyst according to the present invention can be prepared according to two alternative processes. 

According to a first embodiment of the present process, the carrier is caused to interact with a solution 
35 of Ni and Cu in an atomic ratio comprised within the range of from 1 to 8, preferably of from 1.5 to 3.0, and 
at concentrations respectively comprised within the ranges of from 5 g/l to 40 g/l and from 2 g/l to 30 g/l, 
preferably of from 15 g/l to 35 g/l and respectively from 6 g/l to 20 g/l. 

The simultaneous attack, by means of suitable reactants, of Ni and Cu powders in order to obtain the 
solution with which the carrier is caused to interact leads to catalysts displaying better performance; it is 
40 thought that during the course of the chemical attack, Ni-Cu interaction complexes are formed and that the 
presence of copper contributes to the formation of larger pores. The Ni-Cu complexes, following the 
interaction with the porous support, would originate a Ni-Cu "alloy n which is thought to be the responsible 
species for the considerable activity increase observed with nickel amount in the catalyst being the same. 
The particular size of pores, presumably obtained thanks to the presence of copper, would be the 
45 responsible feature for the increase in selectivity observed as compared to traditional Ni catalysts. 

The suspension deriving from the interaction between the carrier and Ni-Cu solution is then filtered and 
the resulting solid filter cake is submitted to drying and calcination; the calcined product is exposed to a 
flowing hydrogen stream at a temperature comprised within the range of from 200 °C to 600 *C, preferably 
of from 250*Cto400*C. 

so The second embodiment of the process according to the present invention envisages that the carrier is 
caused to initially interact with a solution of one of said two metals (either Ni or Cu); the suspension is then 
filtered and the solid filter cake is caused to interact with a solution of the other metal, with the Ni and Cu 
concentrations in the solutions being comprised within the range of from 10 g/l to 40 g/l, preferably of from 
18 g/l to 35 g/l; after filtration, the process is analogous to the one as according to the first embodiment 

55 The catalysts obtained according to the above said processes display the following characteristics: 
-- Ni-Cu atomic ratio comprised within the range of from 1 to 8; 

- molar ratio (SiC>2 mol):(metal compounds mol) comprised within the range of from 0.25 to 0.90; 

- specific surface area comprised within the range of from 150 m 2 /g to 300 m 2 /g; 
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- percent level of pores with a larger diameter than 25 A comprised within the range of from 30% to 
60%. 

The catalyst can be used as obtained without being exposed to air, passivated or preferably coated with 
grease before being exposed to air; in general, the amount of protective grease is comprised within the 
5 range of from 50% to 80% by weight. 

The catalyst is used in concentrations which preferably are comprised within the range of from 0.04% 
to 0.12% by weight in the hydrogenations to an iodine number of 80, and of from 0.20% to 0.60% in the 
hydrogenations to an iodine number close to 0. 

A particular and advantageous application of the catalyst according to the present invention relates to its 
10 use for the hydrogenation of oils and fats and in particular for the hydrogenation of edible oils and fats. The 
hydrogenation process is carried out in stirred vat reactors, generally in batchwise mode, and, in some 
cases, with a plurality of reactors in cascade in order to perform continuous processes. The catalyst, in the 
solid state, is dispersed throughout the liquid to be hydrogenated, and hydrogen is bubbled through the 
suspension, at the desired pressure. The hydrogenation of fats according to such a three phase (solid 
75 phase, liquid phase, gas phase) process, has the main purposes of increasing the melting point, improving 
the stability of the oil and obtaining products with constant characteristics also when different types of raw 
materials are used. 

The activity and, in particular, the selectivity of the catalysts used in this process type are of basic 
importance because the quality of the hydrogenated product depends on them. In general, during the 

20 course of the hydrogenation, the process is carried out aiming at keeping at very low levels in the resulting 
triglycerid the completely hydrogenated components (stearic acid esters), in favour of products with a high 
content of mono-unsatu rated acids (oleic acid), and, to a lower extent, of dienic acids (linoleic acid). It is 
furthermore necessary, in order to preserve the high nutritional value of the fat and in order to obtain 
product with desired rheological properties, that the content of trans-isomers be kept at very low levels. 

25 These targets can be accomplished, with the process operating conditions being the same, with catalysts 
having particular morphology and composition characteristics, such as those as obtained according to the 
present invention. 

Going back to the first embodiment of the present process for preparing a catalyst for the hydrogena- 
tion of edible or industrial oils, the first process step comprises preparing an ammino complex of Ni and Cu. 
30 The following examples show in detail the processes for obtaining the catalysts according to the 
invention, without anyway constituting any limitation to its protection purview. 

The important data of the preparations relevant to the examples are reported in accompanying Tables 1 
and 2, and the physical-chemical characteristics of some products are reported in accompanying Table 5 
(in which the specific surface area, the pore volume and the pore radius distribution were determined by 
35 nitrogen adsorption by means of the B.E.T. method, and the maximal temperature of reduction peaks was 
determined by T.P.R. analysis). 

Example 1 

40 To 1.2 litres of an aqueous solution containing 4.72 mols of NH 3 and 0.825 mol of (NHO2CO3, 28.53 g 
of metal nickel powder and 15.44 g of metal copper powder were added with mechanical stirring; the 
suspension was then heated up to a temperature of about 75 °C. After reaching such a temperature, 100 
cm 3 of a solution of hydrogen peroxide at 33% by volume was added to the suspension with a constant 
flow rate and with the temperature of the solution being kept under 80 'C. 

45 During the course of hydrogen peroxide addition, nickel and copper are dissolved as ammonium 
complexes. 

After 4 hours the addition of hydrogen peroxide is ended and the solution, of a deep blue colour, is 
filtered in order to separate any possibly unreacted metal powders. The resulting 1400 cm 3 of solution 
contains 24.51 g of Ni and 15.44 g of Cu, that means that during the chemical attack 86% of Ni and 100% 
50 of Cu were dissolved as ammino complexes, with the molar Ni/Cu ratio being consequently equal to 1.72. 

To the solution, 35.1 g of fossil meat (Celite FC) is added, such as to realize a molar ratio of SiCV- 
(Ni + Cu) of approximately 0.72, on considering the silica percent content in fossil meal. The suspension is 
kept with mechanical stirring at room temperature for about 30 minutes, and then is heated up to its boiling 
temperature during the shortest possible time; the suspension is kept at such a temperature for about 4 
55 hours caring - inasmuch as the process is carried out in an open container - of keeping constant the level 
of the liquid inside the reaction vat, by means of suitable water additions. 

At the end of the treatment, the suspension, of green colour, is separated from mother liquors by 
filtration; the filtrate, a colourless liquid, contains about 0.01 ppm of nickel and copper; the residue, of light 
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green colour, with a water content of round 50%, is dried at 120 *C for 16 hours in an air-circulation oven, 
with 104 g being obtained of a crumbly solid material, easily converted into a powder form. 

10 g of such a powder is calcined at 400 • C for 2 hours, with a weight loss of 19%. 

The calcination residue is charged to a tubular reactor and is exposed to a flowing hydrogen stream (10 
5 l/hour) at 350 'C for 4 hours; 6.9 g is obtained of a black pyrophoric, non-magnetic powder, which is 
subsequently protected with 12.81 g of grease with a melting point of 60 *C. 

Example 2 (Comparison example) 

w A comparison catalyst only containing nickel was prepared. 

Example 1 is repeated by replacing the copper powder with an equimolar amount of nickel powder, with 
104 g of dried solid material being thus obtained. 10 g of such a solid material is submitted to calcination, 
with a weight loss of 16% being observed; during the subsequent activation process with hydrogen at a 
temperature of 400 *C, the weight loss is of 15%. 

15 

Example 3 (Comparison Example) 

A comparison catalyst only containing copper was prepared. 

Example 1 is repeated with nickel powder being replaced by an equimolar amount of copper powder. 

20 

Example 4 

To a carbonate-ammonium hydroxide solution identical to the one as disclosed in Example 1, 28.53 g of 
metal nickel powder is added and submitted to chemical attack with hydrogen peroxide; after filtering and 
25 evaluation of dissolved nickel (26.37 g), 14.27 g of metal copper powder is added and chemically attacked; 
the molar ratio of Ni/Cu is 2. 

In the solution, 35.8 g of fossil meal (Celite FC) is suspended with stirring, at room temperature, and is 
caused to interact in the same way as disclosed hereinabove. 102.6 g of dried product is obtained; 10 g 
thereof is submitted to calcination at 400 " C and is reduced with hydrogen at 350 • C. 

30 

Example 5 



A solution of nickel alone and a solution of copper alone, both as ammonium complexes, are prepared 
according to the process disclosed in Example 1 . 
35 To 400 cm 3 of ammonia solution containing 16 g of copper, 40.2 g of fossil meal is added; the 
suspension is caused to interact according to Example 1; the solid material obtained after filtering is 
suspended again in 1040 cm 3 of any ammonium hydroxide solution containing 29.56 g of nickel, according 
to such modalities and times as reported in the preceding examples. 
113.2 g of dried product is obtained. 
40 10 g of such a solid material is submitted to calcination at 400 * C and reduction to 350 • C. 

Example 6 

Example 4 is repeated by using a molar ratio of silica to metals of 0.57. 

45 

Example 7 

Example 1 is repeated by using 750 cm 3 of a carbonate-ammonium hydroxide solution containing 1 5 g 
of nickel and 325 cm 3 of carbonate-ammonium hydroxide solution containing 8.1 g of copper. In such a 
so solution, 20.2 g of fossil meal (Celite) is suspended and caused to interact as in Example 1 . 

Example 8 

Example 7 was repeated by using a copper complex obtained by reacting CuO, NH 3 , (NH 4 )2C0 3 - 

55 

Example 9 

Example 7 was repeated using a molar ratio of nickel/copper of 2.6. 
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Example 10 

Example 4 was repeated with an Ni/Cu ratio of 1.75 and adding, when cold, an aqueous solution 
containing PVA [polyvinyl alcohol)] with an average molecular weight of 15,000, in such an amount that the 
5 weight of (Ni + Cu)/polymer, by weight, is of 5.1 1 . The suspension is allowed to interact for about 30 minutes 
at room temperature. 

The interaction and the following treatment correspond to those as disclosed in the preceding 
examples. 

w Examples 11-13 

The powders obtained in Example 1 are submitted, after a preliminary calcination at 400° C, to a flowing 
hydrogen stream, at temperatures of 250 °C, 300 # C and 400 *C respectively. 

rs Examples 14-15 

The powders obtained in Example 8 were submitted, after a preliminary calcination at 400 °C, to a 
flowing hydrogen stream, at temperatures of 300 *C and 400 *C respectively. 

20 Catalytic tests 

The catalysts prepared in Examples 1-15 were submitted to catalytic tests for activity and selectivity in 
the hydrogenation of edible oils and for activity in the hydrogenation of industrial oils, under different 
experimental conditions, according to the following general procedure. 

25 The body of an autoclave of 1000 cm 3 of volume is charged with 300 g of soybean oil to be 
hydrogenated and such a catalyst amount that the concentration of the latter in the reaction media is of 
approximately 0.08% by weight (100 ppm of total Ni) for the hydrogenations to an iodine number of 80 and 
of approximately 0.4% for those to an iodine number close to 0, so as to operate under kinetic conditions. 
The autoclave is sealed and purges with vacuum/inert gas are carried out in order to remove air. 

30 Heating is started and after approximately 2 hours the reaction temperature is reached (about 160 • C for 
an iodine number of 80 and about 140° C for an iodine number close to 0); now, the inert gas is replaced 
by hydrogen, the pressure value is preset as a function of the desired iodine number (24 bars for an iodine 
number close to 0 and about 2 atm for an iodine number of 80) and the hydrogen tank is connected. 
Hydrogen is supplied with the reactants being kept with mechanical stirring [about 1380 revolutions per 

35 minute (rpm) for an iodine number of 80 and about 530 rpm for an iodine number close to 0], and the 
consumed hydrogen volume is measured by means of a precision pressure gauge installed on hydrogen 
tank. 

In following Tables 3 and 4, the activities and selectivities are reported for the catalysts of Examples 1- 
15, used in the hydrogenations to an iodine number of 80 (Table 3) and in the hydrogenations to an iodine 
40 number close to 0 (Table 4). 

The activities are expressed as hydrogen mols consumed per hour (Table 3) or per minute (Table 4), 
per each nickel gram. 

As regards selectivity, when the iodine number is close to the value of 80, samples are collected in 
order to determine the contents of saturated acids, unsaturated acids and cis-trans species by gas 
45 cromatography, after preliminarily transforming glycerol esters into methyl esters. 
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Table 4 



Example No. 


Activity: mols of hb/mtnute.Ni gram 


1 


1.47 


2 


1.06 


3 


0.00 


4 


1.42 


I 5 


1.33 


6 


1.27 


| 7 


1.34 


Activity determined at 140 'C - H2 pressure: 24 bars 
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Claims 

55 

1. Supported metal catalyst for the hydrogenation of organic compounds, in particular for oil and fat 
hydrogenation, characterized in that said catalyst comprises nickel and copper in a molar ratio of Ni/Cu 
comprised within the range of from 1 to 8. 
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2. Catalyst according to claim 1, characterized in that the molar ratio of nickel to copper is comprised 
within the range of from 1 .5 to 3.0. 

3. Catalyst according to claim 1, characterized in that the carrier is fossil meal, and in that the molar ratio 
5 of the carrier (expressed as mols of silica) to metal compounds is comprised within the range of from 

0.25 to 0.90. 

4. Catalyst according to claim 1 , characterized in that the molar ratio of carrier to metals is comprised 
within the range of from 0.50 to 0.80. 

w 

5. Catalyst according to claim 1 , characterized in that the percent level of pores with a longer radius than 
25 A is comprised within the range of from 30% to 60%. 

6. Catalyst according to claim 1, characterized in that the specific surface area of the catalyst is 
75 comprised within the range of from 150 m 2 /g to 300 m 2 /g. 

7. Process for preparing supported metal catalysts containing nickel and copper, characterized in that said 
process comprises the following steps: 

- a porous carrier is caused to interact with a solution containing nickel and copper in a molar ratio 
20 comprised within the range of from 1 to 8; 

the resulting solid material is filtered off, dried and calcined and is submitted to a flowing 
hydrogen stream at a temperature comprised within the range of from 200 *C to 600 *C. 

8. Process for preparing supported metal catalysts containing nickel and copper, characterized in that said 
25 process comprises the following steps: 

~ a porous carrier is caused to interact with a solution of one of above said two metals, 

- the resulting solid material is filtered off and is caused to interact with a solution of the other 
metal; 

~ the resulting solid material is filtered off, dried and calcined and is submitted to a flowing 
30 hydrogen stream at a temperature comprised within the range of from 200 • C to 600 • C. 

9. Process according to claim 7, characterized in that the nickel and copper concentrations in the solution 
are comprised within the ranges of from 5 g/l to 40 g/l and from 2 g/l to 30 g/l respectively. 

35 10. Process according to claim 7, characterized in that the nickel and copper concentrations in the solution 
are comprised within the ranges of from 15 g/l to 35 g/l and from 6 g/l to 20 g/l respectively. 

11. Process according to claim 8, characterized in that the concentrations of metals in solution are 
comprised within the range of from 10 g/l to 40 g/l. 

40 

12. Process according to claim 8, characterized in that the concentrations of metals in solution are 
comprised within the range of from 18 g/l to 35 g/l. 

13. Process according to claims 7 and 8, characterized in that the hydrogenation temperature is comprised 
45 within the range of from 250 0 C to 400 • C. 

14. Process according to claims 7 and 8, characterized in that the metal solutions are obtained by mixing 
metal nickel and/or copper with a solution containing NH 3 and (NH^CC^, followed by heating said 
solution at a temperature comprised within the range of from 50 *C to 80 °C, and addition of a 

so stoichiometric amount of hydrogen peroxide. 

15. Process for the hydrogenation of oils and fats, characterized in that a supported metal catalyst is used 
which comprises nickel and copper in a mutual molar ratio comprised within the range of from 1 to 8. 

55 16. Process according to claim 15, characterized in that the catalyst concentration in the reaction mixture is 
comprised within the range of from 0.04% to 0.12% by weight for the hydrogenations to an iodine 
number of 80 and of from 0.2 to 0.6% for the hydrogenations to an iodine number of 0. 
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